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ABSTRACT 
Seamus Heaney's poems frequently focus on family 
members performing everyday activities, such as farm work 
or household chores. These domestic rituals are important 
t,. 
to the poet because they lend meaning to 1 i ves, teach 
valuable lessons, . and provide continuity between the 
generations. Heaney's use of domestic rituals to emphasize 
the continuity from generation to generation is especially 
effective when he juxtaposes richly detailed rituals of the 
past with present-day actions. The poems in which the 
everday becomes an important way to illustrate family 
relationships fall into four main categories: poems about 
the poet's father, poems about the poet's mother, poems 
about the poet's children, and poems about the poet's 
extended family and his.relationship to the world beyond. 
These family poems appear throughout Heaney's career, from 
his first collection, DEATH OF A NATURALIST, in 1965 to his 
latest collection published in 1987, THE HAW LANTERN. 
1 
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INTRODUCTION r ) 
While Seamus Heaney's poetry covers a range of topics 
from the world of nature to the mythic and the political, 
throughout his work poems appear peopled with family 
members: great-grandparents, grandparents, parents, 
children, aunts, uncles and nieces. Some of the poems focus 
on major life events such as birth, marriage, and death. 
More frequently, however, the poems deal with everyday 
activities passed down through generations. 
This focus on domestic rituals forms a subtheme within 
Heaney's broader focus on the importance of continuity and 
tradition. Just as nature is cyclic, and myths preserve 
recurring themes, especially politics • in and politics, 
Ireland, continues to affect people's behavior, so too do 
domestic rituals provide continuity between generations and 
lend meaning to lives. These rituals alsp serve to teach 
valuable lessons. Heaney' s use of domestic rituals to 
emphasize the continuity from generation to generation is 
especially effective when he juxtaposes richly detailed 
rituals of the pas~ with present-day actions . 
. • The poems in which the everyday becomes·· an important 
way to illustrate family iel~tionships fall into four main 
categories: poems about the poet's father, poems about the 
2 
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poet's mother, poems about the poet's children, and poems 
about the poet's extended family and his relationship to the 
world beyond. Each of these categories will be explored in 
the following pages. 
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I. HANDS AT WORK: THE POET'S FATHER 
The poem "Boy Driving His Father To Confession" 
provides an overview of the relationship between the father\ 
and son as the son matures. The style of the poem indicates 
this is an early work because it has a strong narrative 
quality, few allusions, little imagery, and is made up of 
rhyming or near-rhyming couplets. 1 The poem does, however, 
contain Heaney' s standard device when writing about, his 
family: he examines a past event or, in this case, a series 
of events in relationship to the present action. The 
premise of the poem is stated in the opening lines: 
Four times I have seen you as another 
Man, a grown-up friend, less than a father; 
Four times found chinks in the paternal mail 
To find you lost like me, quite vulnerable. (1-4) 
We are told we will hear about four events in the lives of 
the father and son: 
' I 
Twice it was your incredible distress, 
Once your adult laughter, now your weakness. (5-6) 
The use of the past tense "was" indicates events that have 
..G 
already occurred; the "now" indicates the event occuring in 
the present. The father's two distresses have to· do with 
the loss of loved ones. 
4 ·t ! . 
... 
<' 
There was the time when my child-brother died 
And in the porch, among the men, you cried. (7-8) 
The father's tears, in front of other men, obviously made 
an impression on the poet because he also wrote about those 
• 
tears in "Mid-Term Break" (DEATH OF A NATURALIST). 
I sat all morning in the college sick bay 
Counting bells knelling classes to a close. 
At two o'clock our neighbors drove me home. 
In the porch I met my father crying--
He had always taken funerals in his stride--
And Big Jim Evans saying it was a hard blow. (1-6) 
The second loss which occasions tears is the loss of his 
wife's companionship. 
Again, last year, I was shocked at your tears 
When my mother's plane took off: in twelve years 
You had not been apart for one whole day 
Until this long-threatened, two-week holiday. (9-12) 
While tears do not come easily to this man--this is only the 
second time the son has seen him cry--they can be brought 
on by separation from family, either through death or a 
"long-threatened, two-week holiday." The aftermath of this 
display of emotion at the airport is 
I left you lonely at the barrier, 
Was embarrassed later when you stood a beer. (13-14) 
The father's impulse is not only to reassert his status~nd 
masculinity through drink, but also to include his maturing 
~on in the ritual. The son is the one who is unprepared _for 
.. 
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his father's emotion; he admits to embarrassment~ He is not 
quite.ready to be his father's equal. 
The third incident is also one of "male bonding" where 
the father shares a dirty story and "adult laughter" with 
his son. 
The third time you made a man of me 
By telling me an almost smutty story 
In a restaurant toilet; we both knew 
This was an unprecedented breakthrough. (15-18) 
It is clear the father and son both understand that their 
relationship has changed in some unalterable way. The use 
of the phrase "unprecedented breakthrough" is striking 
because the poet chooses abstract language that gives the 
impression of distancing the son from the event in which he 
is closer than ever before to his father. While the son may 
have the maturity now to not be embarrassed as he was at the 
airport, he still needs some way to keep emotion in check. 
He turns to the poet's tool of language. The boy may at 
last be a man with whom to share smutty stories, but he is 
still straining to define his relationship with his father. 
These three occasions, two of tears, one of laughter, 
lead to the present moment indicated by the {irst word of 
the second stanza, "today." The father has asked the son 
to drive him to church. We already know from line six that 
we will hear a story of weakness. In true Heaney fashion, 
the drive to church is described in detail with its sharp 
corners ·and pot-holes, but the son also asks· himself a 
6 
series of important questions. 
,Today, a sinner, and _shy about it, 
You asked me to drive up to church, and sit 
.Morose as ever, telling me to slow 
On corners or at pot-holes that I know 
As well as you do. What is going on 
Beneath that thick grey hair? What confession 
Are you preparing? Do you tell sins as I would? 
Does the same hectic rage in our one blood? (19-26) 
The father has asked to be taken to church, but he sits in 
the car "morose as ever. " He is not pleased that his 
weakness over religion--weakness of sinning, weakness of 
-~~ing to confess those sins--is revealed in his request for 
a ride. He continues to a~sert his position as patriarch 
by telling the son how to drive. The son, for his part, 
wonders about this urge for confession in a man who is "a 
sinner, and shy about it" (19). Finally the son comes up 
with an answer, alttrough the answer still takes the form of 
a question: the same "hectic" rages in their blood (26) • 
The use here of the adjective "hectic" • as a noun 1s 
appropriate because it reminds us that the father is not 
prone to displays of emotion; he tends to be morose, but 
. 
that facade does not mean he has no· feelings. The poet 
recognizes the conflict between the social and the emotional 
in himself as well. 
The journey is over, both literally and figuratively, 
as the son comes to a better understanding of his father and 
the father's weakness. These two men are alike, both 
I groping. 
7 
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Here at the churchyard I am slowing down 
To meet you, the fourth time, on common ground. 
You grunt and slam the door. I watch another 
Who gropes as awkwardly to know his father. (27-30) 
• • 
The weakness of the father is not that he sins but that he 
still is uncertain about his relationship with God. There 
is also the hint that without hope of complete success we 
still strive through the generations to know our fathers . 
., 
We are all groping awkwardly. 
As in many Heaney family poems, the cumulatLve effect 
of these shared incidents is a lesson learned or an insight 
realized. This poem describes the son's coming of age and 
his coming to terms with his father's vulnerabilities that 
he did not recognize as a boy. 
Often Heaney's poems about his father deal with the 
father's occupation and the contrast between that occupation 
and the work of a poet. Heaney's DEATH OF A NATURALIST 
,, 
begins with the poem "Digging" in which the poet compares 
his chosen line of work to that of his father and 
grandfather who were both farmers. The poem opens in the 
present with the image of a poet poised for work, ready to 
use his hands. 
Between my finger and my thumb 
The squat pen rests; snug as a gun. (1-2) 
. ' 
Outside the poet's window he can hear the sounds of his 
~father digging in the flower garden. As the poet watches 
8 
' .. 
) he imagines his father transported twenty years into the 
past and once again he and his father are digging potatoes 
together. 
By God, the old man could handle a spade. 
Just like his old man. (15-16) 
This twenty year old memory in turn triggers another 
memory, this time about the poet's grandfather. 
My grandfather cut more turf in a day 
Than any other man on Toner's bog. 
Once I carried him milk in a bottle 
Corked sloppily with paper. He straightened up 
To drink it, then fell to right·away 
Nicking and slicing neatly, heaving sods 
Over his shoulder, going down and down 
For the good turf. Digging. (17-24) 
• 
In Part IV of Heaney's poem "Kinship" from the collection 
NORTH, the speaker is even more explicit in his admiration 
for his grandfather. While out for a walk on the bog the 
speaker recalls bringing food and drink to his grandfather 
at work--a memory very similar to the event related in 
"Digging," lines 17-24. The grandfather in "Kinship" is 
described as "god of the waggon,/the hearth feeder" (107-
108). The speaker feels privileged to serve; he is proud 
) 
when his grandfather speaks to him (109-112, 117-120). The 
ritual joined the grandfather and grandson in the past, and 
the speaker now relives this feeling in his memory as he 
wanders the bog in "Kinship." 
The poem "Digging" illustrates the technique that 
9 
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Heaney uses in most of the poems dealing with family 
relationships. He juxtaposes past events, such as the 
father digging potatoes and the grandfather cutting turf, 
against the present scene on the farm, and the description 
of the domestic rituals of work are given in detail (Foster 
36). After reading the poem we understand the skill 
involved in potato drills: the importance of leverage on the 
spade, the necessity of rooting out the tall tops of the 
potatoes and of digging.deep to reach them. We also learn 
about turf cutting: the turf must be sliced neatly, the good 
turf lies buried deep, heaving the sods over the shoulder 
increases speed. The rhythm of the poem supports the image 
of men at work. The lines have an even but plodding rhythm: 
"Nicking and slicing neatly, heaving sods/Over his shoulder, 
going down and down" (22-23). The repetition of vowels 
slows down the ~ines, as does the "necessarily fastidious 
pronunciation of 
alliteration of the 
the 
n's" 
' 
syllables emphasized by the 
as Buttel notes (38). The lines 
are difficult to read quickly, just as it is difficult to 
work both carefully and in haste. 
The speaker leads us through a series of memories of 
his interaction with his father and grandfather as they 
work. These memories "awaken in [his] head" the smells, 
sounds, and sights that have become his stock in trade as 
a poet (25-27). These recollections from his past have 
become the stuff of his poems as well as a way of comparing 
• 
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himself to his ancestors. 
At first the comparison does not favor Heaney. "But 
I've no spade to follow men like them" (28). The speaker 
has already displayed his admiration for the skills of these 
men; they were very good at what they did, and what they did 
' 
was important work (McGuinness 75). Both potato digging and 
turf cutting were necessary for survival in the Ireland of 
the father and grandfather. Potatoes were a necessary food. 
One need only look at the results of the Great Potato Famine 
• 
to see the importance of potatoes in this culture. 2 And, of 
course, peat was the main source of fuel in most of Ireland 
until recent times. Without peat the food could not be 
~.cooked, the home could not be heated. Possibly the poet's 
concern about his own career has to do with the fact that 
writing is not seen by most people as a survival skill. A 
writer is not viewed as productive in the same way as a man 
who provides food and fuel. 
A poet cannot compete on the farm; he must find his own 
talent. Sitting at his window to write and recalling images 
of his ancestors at work, he is at first disturbed by the 
fact that he has broken the thread, he will not continue in 
" 
the footsteps of his father and grandfather. But then he 
realizes his talent also involves "manual labor" and a 
"digging" of sorts. 
Between my finger and my thumb 
The squat pen rests. 
I'll dig with it. (29-31) 
11 
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While Heaney admits some of the lines of the poem " ... have 
more of the theatricality of the gunslinger than the self-
absorption of the digger" (PREOCCUPATIONS 41), it is only 
after the poet realizes that he too has a tool and that he 
also engages in digging, in his case into language and 
feelings, that he is at peace with himself and can go on 
with his writing. He can begin to dig the pen into the 
paper of life. As Heaney puts it: "Digging up the past .... A 
kind of archaeology of the imagination" ( "The Listener" 
662). He can dig into memory, into image, into language, 
and the informal, emphatic tone of the last line of the 
poem, "I'll dig with it," is one of satisfied acceptance, 
a coming to terms with his break from tradition. "Get to 
work" is the poet's attitude, whatever that work might be. 
The poem is itself a discovery and a recognition of 
[Heaney's] past and an honoring of the family 
tradition of craftsmanship. The qualities of that 
tradition -- its physical and sensuous pleasures 
in a life lived naturally and in touch with the 
land -- are the qualities that Heaney seeks to 
preserve in his poems. (King 79) 
'1 
The theme of continuity, of following in one's father's 
footsteps, is also addressed in the poem entitled "Follower" 
(DEATH OF A NATURALIST). The first, twenty-two lines of 
this twenty-four line poem describe in.detail the speaker's . 
father at work behind the plough, his tongue clicking, his 
eye narrowed, his hands plucking the reins (4', 10-11, 8-9). 
12 
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The visual quality of Heaney' s work is apparent. We see the 
child stumbling along, imitating the father by closing one 
eye to survey the furrows, then riding on the father's back. 
Sometimes he rode me on his back 
Dipping and rising to his plod. (15-16) 
As in the poem "Digging," the speaker's memory of his father 
is of a skilled laborer, "an expert .... mapping the furrow 
exactly" ( 5, 12) , a man the speaker wants to emulate. These 
activities do not sound like the "dehumanizing country 
I ,~ 
labors" O'Brien asserts run through DEATH OF A NATURALIST 
("Seamus Heaney and Wordsworth" 43). 
I wanted to grow up and plough, 
To close one eye, stiffen my arm. 
All I ever did was follow 
In his broad shadow round the farm. (17-20) 
But, as in previous poems we have discussed, this memory of 
his father as farmer is compared to the present situation. 
And in this case the contrast is startling. 
I was a nuisance, tripping, falling, 
Yapping always. But today 
It is my father who keeps stumbling 
Behind me, and will not go away. (21-24) 
There is something sad in the son's recognition that the 
parent has become the child.. Buttel believes the poem is 
saved from being just another father and son poem by its 
0 ending. 
• r. ~ 
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In its sudden r~versal [the ending] pulls 
tight the ring /6f life's inevitable sequence, 
turning hero-worship and possible nostalgia 
for the past into present pain and resentment 
over his now-failing father. (45) 
f 
Law agrees the poem avoids sentimentality with an ending 
that includes "stubbornness and a mixture of love, 
superiority, guilt and irritation" (97). The cycle of life 
simply continues and the aged father follows the mature son. 
The form of the poem mimics the plodding rhythm of the 
'father at work with the child following clumsily behind. 
The lines describing the father are slower, evenly paced, 
and controlled by the vowel sounds of "o" and "a." "I 
wanted to grow up and plough ... /In his broad shadow round 
the farm" (17, 20). When the father rides the son on his 
back the rhythm imitates the dipping and rising of the pair 
(16). The lines about the child are quick and choppy and 
consonantal. "I was a nuisance, tripping, falling/Yapping 
always ... " (21-2?). 
The generations continue. Children mature; parents 
age. But part of the larger cycle is the recognition that 
while traditions may continue over centuries, aspects of 
static. I never remain individual lives The farmer's son 
grows up to be a poet. The child grows up to lead the 
parent. In the poem "Follower," the last phrase, " ... and 
will not go away, " can be read in two ways: the speaker 
j 
still believes it is possible to escape his father's 
..,~. 
following or the speaker is resigned to his role as leader. 
14 
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Either reading acknowledges the dichotqmy between a pattern 
of life that continues and a changing pattern 
individual life. 
• 1n an 
• in an individual's life • lS An example of change 
captured in the poem "Ancestral Photograph," also from the 
collection DEATH OF A NATURALIST. Here the persona 
describes a photograph of his fauher's uncle and the 
memories the picture raises as he takes it to the attic for 
storage. 
The organization of this poem is typical of the pattern 
Heaney follows when he investigates the issue of heritage. 
In the first stanza the speaker describes the physical 
characteristics of his great-uncle in the photograph: round 
face, drooping mouth. He is wearing a bowler and~ silver 
watch chain. He appears to be like "the stage Irishman/ 
Whose look has two parts scorn, two parts dead pan" (4-5). 
The second stanza begins with a description of the 
relationship between the great-uncle and the speaker·• s 
father. It was from his uncle that the father "learnt the 
trade" which we later discover is selling cattle. In this 
stanza Heaney also sets the present scene: the speaker has 
removed the photograph from the wall and the removal has 
left a faded patch "as if a bandage had been ripped from 
skin --" ( 11) . The speaker views this photograph as an 
"empty plaque to a house.' s rise and fall" • (12), an image 
that emphasizes the changes of a family through time. 
15 
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From the present scene of the second stanza we are 
taken back twenty years in the third stanza to a scene where 
the speaker as a child helped to herd cattle his father was 
selling. .! And in the fourth stanza the time is fifty years 
ago when the uncle and nephew sold cattle at the fair. The 
speaker I I imagines his great-uncle and sees the uncle's 
actions reflected in his father. 
I see him with the jaunty hat pushed back 
Draw thumbs out of ,his waistcoat, curtly smack 
Hands and sell. Father, I've watched you do the same. 
(22-24) 
The speaker sees here a handing down not only of a trade but 
even of mannerisms. Phrases such as "jaunty hat pushed 
back" and "curtly smack[ing] hands" capture the confidence 
of these men, their satisfaction at a job well done. 
Morrison notes Heaney was influenced in his preservation of 
his culture and its customs by his reading of Estyn Evans' 
IRISH FOLK WAYS where Evans described "vigorous hand-
slapping by which bargains are sealed in tight-lipped 
silence" (31). And even the rhymes, Mathias claims, give 
a better picture of the type of people we are dealing with. 
/" 
"Cattle/wall", "tl1eii/bargain", "still/chronicle", 
"stick/attic"--these help to maintain wayward, 
stumbling movement in the poem, a movement 
entirely ,in keeping with cautious farmers 
and hesitant cattle. (21) 
The final stanza brings us back to the present. The 
16 
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speaker describes his father's sadness now that farmers buy 
at auction and there are no more cattle fairs. "Your 
stick/Was parked behind the door and stands there still" 
(27-28). Here the importance of the father's work life to 
the father himself--not to the persona of the poem, as in 
"Digging'' and "Follower"--is emphasized. The father has 
lost an enjoyable part of his occupation. And this loss 
,·, 
affects the speaker who must watch his father's pain. 
The removal of the great-uncle's photograph brings this 
loss of occupation to mind. The great-uncle initiated the 
father into the cattle trade over fifty years ago. The 
trade has ended, however, and the great-uncle's photograph 
is losing its sepia tint and is being stored in the attic. 
pf 
The speaker views this action as "closing this chapter of 
our chronicle" ( 29) . The family history continues; chapters 
merely close. As in the poem "Follower " the 
' 
father's 
active work life comes to an end, and the end brings changes 
that sadden both the worker and his family. 
The group of poems about the poet's father ends with 
"The Harvest Bow" from FIELD WORK which Harold Bloom calls 
"Heaney's masterpiece so far". 3 Even Calvin Bedient in his 
unfavorable review of FIELD WORK grudgingly acknowledges 
that this poem "flushes a climax and closure that for Heaney 
shows unusual scope and power". ( 118) . In the poem the 
. speaker' s father has made a traditional "harvest bow" out 
of .straw which now hangs on the speaker's dresser. 4 This 
17 
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simple artifact brings back to the speaker memories of time 
spent with his father. 
And if I spy into its golden loops 
l see us walk ... 
You with a harvest bow in your lapel, 
Me with the fishing rod ... (13-14, 18-19) 
In the speaker's mind he hears again the father's stick 
placed behind the door in "Ancestral Photograph." But while 
this poem follows the typical pattern of a present action 
recalling to mind past events, here the object itself, the 
harvest bow, embodies a meaning of its own, and that meaning 
extends beyond ths limits of family reminicences. Yes, we 
are shown the father's hands, hands that "aged" and "lapped" 
and "harked" and "worked with fine intent/Until [his] 
fingers moved somnambulant" (7-10) . But the hands that 
plaited did more than just create an object. 
As you plaited the harvest bow 
You implicated the mellowed silence in you 
In wheat that does not rust 
But brightens as it tightens twist by twist 
Into a knowable corona, 
A throwaway love-knot of straw. (1-6) 
' ' 
Curtis finds ''The .old man's 'fingers moved somnambulant', 
' without conscious effort towards art; a skill ·that propels 
itself. The poet should, ideally, work in that way" (119). 
The son's hands "tell and finger it like braille,/Glea:ping 
' 
This object I lS the un.said off the palpable'' (11-12). 
1 
created out of love and contains the essence of the man who 
18 
,. 
made it. The son can feel what • remains unspoken as he 
touches the bow. In this stanza the image of the wheat 
being more permanent than • iron • 1S appropriate when we 
realize the farmer has used the wheat he raised to nourish 
not only body but also soul and heart. "The hands which 
plait the harvest bow are masculine and ···hardened, but 
... 
delicate in the office of marriage, which brings in harvest" 
(Bloom 9). In the harvest bow the speaker finds continuity 
"that original townland/Still tongue-tied in the straw tied 
by your hand" (23-24). The harvest bow embodies home, even 
though the emotions of home may remain unspoken or tongue-
tied. "The straw-knot tongue-ties the man: it is Heaney's 
task ·to articulate" (Curtis 120). 
Beyond Heaney's usual themes of memory and continuity, 
this hand-made object represents art. The persona of the 
poem asserts: "'The end of art is peace'/Could be the motto 
of this frail device" (25-26). 5 The peace in this object 
could be the peace of a man who wove his love in this 
harvest bow, or the peace of a son who has tangible proof 
of his father's love. The bow is still warm "like a drawn 
snare/Slipped lately by the spirit of the corn" (28-29) and 
with a father's love. Morrison sees "peace of one sort or 
another (his own, his readers', his nation's; psychological, 
civil and aesthetic) is what all [Heaney's] poetry works 
towards .... " ( 8 6) •. 
' 
The peace in Heaney's art of poetry may be the peace 
19 3 
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a man can achieve by closely examining simple actions and 
objects and finding meaning and love within. Spades and 
sticks and harvest bows are important for the essence of the 
people that they embody. Certainly Heaney' s poems about his 
father demonstrate the caring relationship between these two 
men. Ultimately in these poems we see hands and hearts 
. working in unison. And the love continues whether the 
father ages, or the son leaves home or chooses a different 
career, or the photograph fades. 
20 
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II. LOVING HANDS: THE POET'S MOTHER 
Seamus Heaney's poems about his mother emphasize the 
domestic rituals of cookingf washing, I I ironing, and child 
care.~ The memory of the mother at these chores is described 
in detail and juxtaposed to some present-day event in the 
life of the·persona. In "Mother of the Groom" the ritual 
is a son's wedding, and the poem focuses on the mother's 
memories during it. 
The structure of this three-stanza, twelve-line poem 
follows the past/present dichotomy in Heaney:' s family poems. 
The first stanza is a mother's recollection of her son as 
a child, his baths and his boots. The second stanza 
consists of the wedding being performed in the present with 
an analogy to the child in the past. The last stanza 
contains a fact from the past, the mother's ability to soap 
off her wedding ring, that blends past into present, the 
mother of the groom clapping her ringed hand at the wedding. 
Within each stanza a hook leads to the next: the child's 
boots at her feet in stanza one lead into the hands in her 
empty lap in stanza two. Her soapy hands at the end ofr 
··, 
stanza two lead into the soap that would once remove the 
/ 
wedding ring from the now clapping hand in stanza three. 
This overlapping and emphatic structure interweaves the past 
21 
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of a young wife and her child with the present of the mother 
of the groom and her grown son. 
As in many Heaney poems about the father in which we 
see his working hands, the image is also dominant here. The 
mother of the groom sits with her hands in her "voided lap," 
empty of any children, as the wedding ceremony is performed 4 
-1. 
and "she hears a daughter welcomed" (5-6). What she recalls 
are the everyday chores of using her hands to bathe her son 
and to put on his boots. To her her son's marriage is a 
dangerous as well as wondrous moment, "as if he kicked when 
lifted/And slipped her soapy hold" (7-8). The final image 
in the poem is of the mother clapping her hands at the 
wedding. On her hand she wears a wedding ring she could 
once soap off but "that's bedded forever now" (11). Buttel 
finds the poem "with a sudden focus on the mother's hand 
affectingly captures not only her ageing but the 
transcendence of her character and the depth of her marital 
commitment as well" (63). 
The theme of continuity in the poem is captured by the 
image of a mother's hands first lifting an infant and then 
clapping as he leaves her. The wedding band on her loving 
hand is also symbolic of the circular continuing nature of 
love. 
Throughout Heaney's work, the potential for 
regeneration and rebirth is associated with 
the ring, whether it be the golden ring of 
marriage or the cyclical round of the seasons, 
the harvest, or birth and death. (Green 5) 
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Morrison agrees with this assessment . 
•• 
On the one hand, the circle symbolizes artistic 
perfection, such as is to be found in ... "The 
Harvest Bow," whose "golden loops" provide access 
from the material world into a spiritual one, 
"gleaning the unsaid off the palpable". On the 
other hand, circles symbolize domestic and 
marital perfection. (80) 
And in this poem it is a ring that can no longer be removed. 
Before a mother gives a son in marriage, she performs 
many domestic tasks on his behalf. One of these chores is 
described in the group of six poems collectively entitled 
"Shelf Life" in the volume STATION ISLAND. Each poem has 
to do with a single, simple' i tem--a granite chip, a pewter 
plate, an iron spike, a stone, a snowshoe--which Heaney 
invests with more than its merely functional value. The 
shelf life of the title means both that the object lasts and 
also that the object contains life or emotion as it sits on 
the shelf. Heaney tells us: 
It could even be maintained that objects 
thus seasoned by human contact possess a kind 
of moral force. They insist upon human solidarity 
and suggest obligations to the generations who 
have been silenced, drawing us into some covenant 
with them. ("Place, Pastness, Poems" 31) 
The life in an iron reminds Heaney of his mother at work in 
"Old Smoothing Iron." 
As in all his poems, Heaney provides a detailed 
5-\ 
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description of a mother at work. We see her test the heat 
of the iron by either spitting on it or holding it next to 
her cheek ( 5-8) . We hear the sound of the iron thumping the 
·~ 
board (9). But in this poem the speaker also has something 
,· to say about "woman's work." The speaker sees his mother: 
Her dimpled angled elbow 
and intent stoop 
as she aimed the smoothing 
like a plane into linen, 
• iron 
like the resentment of women. (10-14) 
Ironing may be a labor of love, but it is still labor. 
To work, her dumb lunge says, 
is to move a certain mass 
through a certain distance, 
is to pull your weight and feel 
exact and equal to it. (15-19) 
Housework has a component of drudgery to , it. This • lS 
physical labor, lunging, moving and pulling, similar to the 
work of the father and grandfather on the farm. The "dumb 
lunge" describes a woman who has performed this task a 
thousand times and can now accomplish it without thinking. 
The· mindlessness of the work, however, is liberating. It 
allows the woman to think her own thoughts; the ·senses of 
feeling and hearing, the heat against the cheek and the hiss 
1· 
of the spit, take over; the mind is free t_o choosi i s own 
path. The ironing has become automatic--she no longer has 
to concentrate on the chore itself. 
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The work may not require mental agility, but there is 
a reward inherent in the task. To "pull your weight" in the 
last stanza is both literal and figur,ative. Literally, 
ironing requires pressure, putting weight behind the iron. 
Figuratively, a farm wife is. "pulling her weight" in the 
family as she goe_s about her housework. I lS a There 
satisfaction .in successfully completing a chore, of feeling 
"exact and equal to it" (19), made clear in the last line 
of the poem where the woman is both "dragged upon" by the 
work and at the same time made "buoyant" by it (20). 
Without knowledge of the rest of Heaney's work this 
poem might appear condescending to women. But Heaney 
admired his mother and her work because he believed she 
worked out of love. Although she might at times resent the 
ironing, she still invested her chores with love for the 
family for whom she worked. This element of love made 
domestic rituals noble. Day in and day out Margaret Heaney 
worked at unglamorous jobs for her family; without needing 
to glamorize the tasks themselves, the poet appreciates such 
domestic devotion. 
A variety of domestic rituals is highlighted in the 
• 
. sonnet sequence "Clearances" written by Heaney after his 
mother's death in 1984. Th~ sequence of eight sonnets 
appears in the collection THE HAW LANTERN, introduced by a 
poem that emphasizes the continuity between generations and 
the lessons to be learned through household chores. 
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She taught me what her uncle once taught her: 
How easily the biggest coal block split 
If you got the grain and hammer angled right. (1-3) 
Again, as ir. many poems about Heaney's father, a skill is 
handed down throug·h the generations. With the right skill 
any chore can be made easier. The lesson learned here, 
though, is more than how to split coal. 
The sound of that relaxed alluring blow, 
Its co-opted and obliterated echo, 
Taught me to hit, taught me to loosen. 
Taught me between the hammer and the block 
To face the music. (3-7) 
The hitting and loosening are valuable lessons for a poet; 
it is useful to be able to break open or expose objects and 
events. The physical act of breaking coal resembles 
applying pen to paper and breaking experiences into images, 
and the rhythm must be right both to split the coal and to 
Q 
make the poem. Accepting the consequences of one's actions 
or facing the music you are actually making is also a useful 
lesson. The moment between the lifting of the hammer and 
the striking of the block takes courage because there is no 
second chance once the blow is struck. Once the poet 
commits himself to print, there is rarely an opportunity to 
recant. 
The poem shifts in the last stanza from the speaker's 
memory of his mother teaching him to split coal to the 
present where he asks his recently deceased mother to teach 
26 
/ 
( 
him new, ~qually valuable, lessons . 
... Teach me now to listen, 
To strike it rich behind the linear black. (8-9) 
The poet wants to cultivate a passive skill, listening, 
rather than the active skills of hitting and loosening of 
the past. The speaker hopes through listening to "strike 
it rich", and the type of weal th he wishes to acquire is not 
monetary. He hopes to find wealth "behind the linear 
.. 
black," which is not the coal of his youth but the black 
lines of letters that form the commodity of his adult life, 
language. 
The rhythm of the lines first imitates the striking of 
a hammer with strong beats, short phrases and reptition of 
the "t" sound. 
Taught me t'b hit, taught fie to loose'n. 
Talight me between the hammer aild the blOck 
To face tne musfc. (3-7) 
But by the end of the poem the lines are flowing, with a 
mixture of vowels and consonants. The vowels are most 
prominent · in the phrase " ... Teach me now to 1 is ten" ( 8) 
·While the consonants predominate in the final phrase 
" ... behind the linear black" (9). The poet now bl.ends the 
passive and active traits he learned from his mother. 
The first sonnet of "Clearances" also makes it clear 
that a continuing cycle of life teaches lessons from prior 
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generations. This sonnet presents the family convert, 
.. 
Heaney's great-grandmother, who converted from Protestant 
to Catholic in Northern ·rreland a hundred years ago. That 
action is the family legacy and still reverberates in the 
poet's life. 
A cobble thrown a hundred years ago 
Keeps coming at,me, the first stone 
Aimed at a great-grandmother's turncoat brow. (1-3) 
# The t~rowing of stones continues still in Ireland today, and 
-. 
the impact of his great-grandmother's conversion is that the 
poet was born into a Catholic family in Protestant Northern 
Ireland. 
The speaker of the poem calls the description of stone-
throwing at his great-grandmother while she was on her way 
to her first Sunday Mass a "genre piece" he has inherited; 
he even compares this story to inherited silver and lace 
( 13) . The speaker's legacy from his mother is the 
"exonerating, exonerated stone" ( 14) . . "Knowing that Mrs. 
Heaney [the poet's mother] lived by this particular myth, 
we already know a lot about her by inference" (Parini "Co-
opted" 72). The stone exonerates his great-grandmother who 
has done nothing more than be true to her personal belief. 
It also exonerates the speaker whose faith, at least 
initially, was merely an accident of birth. And the stone 
itself is just a natural obj~ct, in and of itself neutral, 
and not at fault for the purposes to which it is used in the 
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religious and political wars of Northern Ireland, either one 
hundred years ago or today. 
The parade of generations and their rituals continues 
in Sonnet 2, which describes teatime at Heaney' s 
grandparent's house. The grandmother has taken great care 
in the l~ying of the tea. The pride of the homemaker is 
v 
obvious in the polished linoleum and brass taps, the 
unchipped set of china. . Details must be attended to: 
sandwich and teascone must be "correct" 
' 
the butter kept 
cool. Correctness is demanded of all. The grandchildren 
.. 
must abide by rules. 
And don't be 
Don't reach. 
stir. 
dropping crumbs. Don't tilt your chair. 
Don't point. Don't make noise when you (7-8) 
In contrast· to this memory of a past teatime, the 
sestet presents a teatime scene in a "shining room" in the 
Land of the Dead where Margaret Heaney has gone to meet her 
father for tea. While Margaret, newly deceased, is still 
"bewildered" I her father anticipates her arrival 
He also "rising ... before she even knocks" (12, 10, 13). 
uses his traditional greeting "'What's this? What's this?'" 
(13). Once again father and daughter are joined for tea. 
We are bound together in daily rituals like tea, not only 
from gen~ration to generation but also in death, and those 
rites comfort even a "bewildered homing daughter" meeting 
her father in the Land of the Dead. 
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Sonnet 3 is another recollection from childhood of a 
household ritual shared ~y parent and child. This time the 
speaker is peeling potatoes with his mother on Sunday 
morning while the rest of the family is at Mass. The shared 
moment brings the mother and son together physically and 
• 
emotionally. The potatoes are "cold comforts set between 
us, things to share" ( 5) • Al though the pair works I 1n 
silence, the mutual experience seems satisfying . 
... Little pleasant splashes 
From each other's work would bring us to our senses. 
( 7-8) 
The speed in the repetition of "l's" and "s's" in.the phrase 
"little pl·easant splashes" is followed by the slower 11 0 11 
sound in "From each other's work would bring us to our 
senses" where the pair slowly comes out of their reverie of 
shared closeness. This peaceful moment is contrasted in the 
sestet with the painful moment when the priest is at the 
mother's bedside reciting the prayers for the dying. Some 
people in the room are responding to the prayers and others 
are crying, but the speaker is recalling Sunday mornings 
with his mother. 
I remembered her head bent towards my head, 
Her breath in mine, our fluent dipping knives --
Never closer the whole rest of our lives. (12-14) 
The closeness between the mother and son in this sonnet 
can be contrasted to the distance caused by the son's 
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·education as depicted in Sonnet 4. His mother still lived 
... 
in a world where "putting on airs" was a mortal sin. 
) 
Fear of affectation made her iffect 
Inadequacy whenever it came to 
Pronouncing words 'beyond her' .... {l-3) 
, 
Apparently words like "Bertold Brek" were not really beyond 
/ 
I 
the ability of the mother at all, but she was afraid she 
might 
.. ~ betray 
The hampered and inadequate by too 
Well-adjusted a vocabulary. (5-7) 
Within her own environment, it did not pay her to reveal her 
, 
talents and offend her neighbors. As for her son 
With more challenge than pride, she'd tell me, 'You 
Know all them things' .... (8-9) 
The challenge was to prove that he did know "all them 
things. 116 
The result of his mother's refusal to admit her 
abilities is a compromise on the part of the well-educated 
son . 
C 
He begins to "affect inadequacy" too. 
... So I governed my tongue 
In front of her, a genuinely well-
adjusted adequate betrayal 
Of what I knew better. I'd "naw" and ''aye" 
And decently relapse into the wrong 
Grammar which kept us allied and at bay.· (9-14) 
This second betrayal in the poem is the son's betrayal of 
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his academic background. Because the mother refuses to 
~ 
I 
• betray the uneducated among whom she lives, the son must 
betray his education by using local slang and bad grammar. 
This solution., the son believes, keeps him closer to his 
mother. In a way the weakness of the mother, her inability 
to acknowledge her talents, is also a strength, a loyalty 
to language which is "the house of racial memory," passed 
on to her son (Andrews "All the Realms" 256). The irony is 
that while his pretense compounds her pretense, the result 
is beneficial. Here two wrongs do make a right. The mother 
and son are allied in their use of language, and the 
arguments between them are kept at bay. 
As in the poem "Digging," the poet breaks with a 
tradition. He no longer speaks as his mother does, just as 
he no longer farms as his father did. In both poems the 
poet must rationalize to make peace with his defection. He 
must find a way to speak his mother's language; he must view 
writing as a form of digging. "Committing words to paper 
is also a betrayal of familial ghosts, of ancestors who 
could not do the same" (Hart 242) . A strong sense of 
tradition demands that any departure from convention be seen 
as a bending not a breaking of the chain. 
The fifth sonnet displays a different type of alliance 
·between the mother and son. Once again, as when they peeled 
potatoes together, they are working at a household chore--
folding the sheets. The details in the poem describe not 
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only the actions of the pair but also the relationship 
between them. There is a ritual to be followed. First the 
sheets must be stretched along the hem and then diagonally. 
Next they must be shaken "like a sail in a cross-wind" (6). 
· "The intricate folding action, which must be just so, 
resembles the neat folding of language evident in the sonnet 
sequence ... " (Parini "Co-opted" 73). Finally the sheets are 
folded, an·d th·e mother and son 
... end up hand to hand 
For a split second as if nothing had happened For nothing had that had not always happened Beforehand, day by day, just touch and go, Coming close again by holding back (8-12) 
A mother and child touch every day, but it is "touch and 
go," a game of "coming close again by holding back." A 
meeting of hands while folding sheets may happen often, but 
a true touch between human beings is rare. 
child come close 
In moves where I was x and she was o 
The parent and 
Inscribed in sheets she'd sewn from ripped-out flour 
sacks. (13-14) 
We learn that the objects of these careful rites are pieced 
together by the mother from old flour sacks. While the 
sheets hardly seem worthy of such care, they form part of 
&n action that brings the mother and son closer together 
even if only temporarily. Chores must be finis~ed; they 
leave little time for touching. 
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There is a respite from work, however, 
' 
in religion . 
• 
At least in church there are no chores, only rites to be 
shared. Sonnet 6 deals with the shared religion of a mother 
and son. Heaney describes the pair's attendance at Holy 
Week ceremonies as part of their "SONS AND LOVERS phase" 
( 3) . 
. ' 
Elbow to elbow, glad to be kneeling next 
To each other up there near the front 
Of the packed church, we would follow the~·text 
And rubrics for the blessing of the font. (5-8) 
" . 
Although the ritual in this sonnet is religious rather than 
domestic, Heaney employs the same detailed style. The 
ceremony Heaney describes takes place on Holy Saturday and 
includes The Blessing of the New Fire, The Blessing of the 
Paschal Candle, The Blessing of the Baptismal Water, and The 
Renewal of Baptismal Promises (Hoever 339-369). We see the 
paschal candlestick and the water mixed with chrism and oil. 
We smell the incense and we hear the cruet tinkle. These 
"dippings" and "towellings" are all part of the ritual that 
brings this mother and son together in church. Psalm 41, 
verses 2 to 4, which Heaney cites is part of the Canticle 
. . 
sung at the end of The Blessing of the Water. 
As the deer longs for the running waters, so my soul 
longs for You, O God. V. Athirst is my soul for the 
living God. When shall I go and behold the face of 
God? V. My tears are my food day and night, as they 
sa-y to me day after d9y, "Where is your God?" (Hoever 
..,, 
359) 
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The outcry taken up with pride in the church is a longing 
for God, a pride in the continuing search for God. Mother 
and son kne~l together, sharing this quest. 
The seventh sonnet focuses on the mother's moment of 
death and the relationship between her and her husband. 
In the last minutes he said more to her 
Almost than in all their life together. (1-2) 
,.._ 
I • I The husband's message is .one of union. 
'You'll be in New Row on Monday night 
And I'll come up for you and you'll be glad 
When I walk in the door ... Isn't that right?' ( 3-5) 
He calls her "good" and "girl" and the son notes: "She could 
not l1ear but we were overjoyed" ( 8, 7) . The interaction 
.,, 
between the husband and wife affects all of the relatives 
in the room. They are pleased that the husband has publicly 
acknowledged his affection for his wife before she is gone. 
Then she is dead. , 
And we all knew one thing by being there. 
The space we stood around had been emptied 
Into us to keep, it penetrated 
01 Clearances that suddenly stood open . 
• High cries were felled and a pure change happened. 
(10-14) 
At the moment of her death, the mother both leaves a space 
and opens clearances in the children that can now be filled 
~with her spirit. The wife and mother is not gone; she has 
' become part of each of the family members she leaves behind. ' 
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Her traditions have been passed into the children for them 
to keep. There is no need for high cries; a change has 
already happened. The cycle of life continues. 
The image of an empty space as a source occurs again 
in the final sonnet of the sequence just as it does in the 
poem "Sunlight" where "there was a sunlit absence" and "here 
is a space/again" (1, 22-23). 
reveals: 
Heaney, in an_ interview,·, 
I found--at the end of STATION ISLAND and 
through THE HAW LANTERN--that one of the 
genuinely generative images I had was of 
the dry place. And throughout THE HAW 
LANTERN these images were happily assembled 
but weren't desperately hunted for--images 
of a definite space which is both empty and 
full of potential. My favorite instance of 
it is in the tree at the end of "Clearances" .... 
And I'm delighted to find in one of my favorite 
earlier poems--''Sunlight Mossbawn''--
a line (I don't know where it came from): 
"Here is a space again." (Brandes 6) , , 
In Sonnet 8 the empty space is created by the cutting down 
of a chestnut tree in the front yard of Heaney' s family 
home. The speaker recal.ls the occasion.when the tree was 
chopped down. 
I heard the hatchet's differentiated 
Accurate cut, the crack, the sigh 
And collapse of what luxuriated 
Through the shocked tips and wreckage of it all. 
(6-9) 
The loss of this tree in the past reverberates in the 
speaker's mind after the death of his mother. 
36 
• 
' 
I thought of walking round and round. a space 
Utterly empty, utterly a source 
Where the decked chestnut tree had lost its place 
In our front hedge above the wallflowers. (1-4) 
In the prior sonnet the son had described a similar space ~ 
left behind after his mother's death. But in the case of 
both the loss of his mother and the cutting_ down of the J 
tree, something spiritual is left behind. 
the tree 
In the case of 
Its heft and hush become a bright nowhere, 
A soul ramifying and forever 
Silent, beyond silence listened for. (12-14) 
The physical presense of the tree is gone, but its spirit 
lives on somewhere beyond silence. So too the physical 
being of the mother is gone, but her spirit lives on in her 
family. Just as a father can hand down the rituals of his 
farm work, so does a mother pass on her domestic rituals. 
And these rituals leave a legacy of love behind, even after 
death. 
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III. LEGACY: THE POET'S CHILDREN 
Our examination of Seamus Heaney's poetry thus far has 
focused on his· relationship to his parents and ancestors. 
But if the theory of the continuity of domestic rituals 
through the generations is valid, there should be evidence 
in the more recent poems of He~ney' s handing down those 
rituals and lessons learned to his own children. Three 
poems from the collection STATION ISLAND indicate a legacy 
of lessons Heaney now teaches his children. 
Many of the elements of Heaney's poe~ry combine in the 
poem "Changes. " There is a present experience with his 
child, a recollection of the past, detailed description, a 
focus on the world of nature, and an admonition. 
The speaker of the poem and his child are getting water 
from the pump. To this task the speaker brings with him 
memories of the well being dug. 
I heard much that you could not hear: 
the bite of the spade that sank it, 
the slithering and grumble 
as the mason mixed his mortar, 
and women coming with white buckets 
like flashes on their ruffled wings. (3-8) 
,,. 
As the father lifts the lid of the well something moves 
within and he sees a bird 
finch-green, speckly white, 
' 
~ 
nesting on dry leaves, flattened, still 
38 
suffering the light. ( 13-15) 
' 
He closes the lid and tells the child to lift it again, but 
the bird seems to be gone. 
but where was the bird now? 
There was a single egg, pebbly white, 
s 
and in the rusted bend of the spout 
tail feathers splayed and sat tight. (19-22) 
The bird has merely hidden from the intrusion, from the 
sudden light. The father believes this contact with nature, 
and nature's response to man, is an important lesson. 
So tender, I said, 'Remember this. 
It will be good for you to retrace this·path 
when you have grown away and stand at last 
at the very centre of the empty city.' (23-26) 
The father, assuming that his son will grow away, knows 
that the memory of this experience will prove valuable to 
the child when he enters "the empty city." The choice of 
the word "empty" implies that there will be a need that the 
city cannot meet. Often poems describing Heaney' s own 
childhood encounters with nature such as "Death of a 
Naturalist,'' "An Advancement of Learning," "Blackberry-
Picking," and "The Barn" demonstrate the lessons nature can 
teach even if the encounters.are sometimes unpleasant. In 
"Changes'' the father passes along to his son the lesson of 
the importance of contact with nature ·in a modern, urban 
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The changes the son will go through--the move from 
the country to the city, the loss of contact with nature and 
family roots--have already been encountered by the father. 
The father hopes to pass along to his son his wisdom gained 
through experience. The poem also contains a nod to the 
pagan ritual of well-worship (Bedient 110, Foster 40). 
The source of [Heaney's] imaginative power, 
we are to understand, lies in his rural 
childhood experience that is centered and 
staked in the image of the pump. The 
pump, like his poetry, taps hidden springs 
to conduct what is sustaining and life-
giving. The center of the poet's imaginative 
world is also the center of family and 
community life .... The pump is a symbol of 
" the nourishment which comes from knowing 
and belonging to a certain place and a 
certain mode of life. (Andrews "Gift and Craft" 369) 
I 
once again • lS Nature the of the legacy source 
bequeathed to a child in "A.Hazel Stick for Catherine Ann." 
The poem describes how one day the fa~her cuts a hazel stick 
for his daughter and that same evening she happens to see 
I 
her first glow-worm. The legacy is one of simplicity, where 
a stick becomes a toy which stirs the imagination. 
Seasoned and bendy, 
it convinces the hand 
that what you have you hold 
to play with and pose with 
and lay about. with·. (5-9) 
To the father, th9ugh, the stick is more than a plaything. 
\ 
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But then too it points back to cattle 
and spatter and beating 
the bars of a gate --
the very stick we might cut 
from your family tree. (10-14) 
• 
Besides pointing back over generations in the family, the 
stick takes us back in Heaney's poetry to the image of the 
~1 
father's stick in poems like "Ancestral Photograph" and "The 
Harvest Bow." The hazel stick is both an ageless toy and 
a useful implement on the farm. The stick cut for Catherine 
Ann is metaphorically part of her family tree. 
~ 
The legacy in the poem "A Kite for Michael and 
Christopher" is a darker one, one of grief, but the lesson 
is that grief can be withstood through strength. The poem 
opens with a traditional childhood occupation; father and 
sons are flying a kite on a Sunday afternoon. The father 
describes the kite-~aking process and the action of the kite 
in the air. The kite is no longer the lightweight object 
he had created--with its six-foot tail it drags upon. the 
string. The weight of the kite in the air suggests an 
analogy to the human soul. 
My friend says that the human soul 
is about the.weight of a snipe 
yet the soul at anchor there, 
the string that sags and aseends, 
weigh like a furrow assumed into the heavens. (12-16) 
The soul, like the kite, is virtually weightless until a 
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string anchors it to the earth, to the worldly. 
After this comparison of a human soul to the kite, the 
father\reflects once more on kite-flying in the la.st stanza, 
I 
but now the meaning and tone of the activity are different. 
It is on one level traditional child's play, but it is also 
more. What is tugging at the end of the string is no longer 
a kite; it is the grief of the world. 
Before the kite plunges down into the wood 
and this line goes useless 
take in your two hands, boys, and feel 
the strumming, rooted, long-tailed pull of grief. 
You were born fit for it. 
Stand in here in front of me 
and take the strain. (17-23) 
Ellmann believes the poem comes close to allegory. 
At moments this sense of objects as being 
like people dragging their histories with them 
moves toward allegory, as in "A Kite for Michael 
and Christopher," where the soaring kite reminds 
the poet humorously of the soul, and the sudden 
feeling of the kite's weight makes him feel 
"the strumming, rooted, long-tailed pull of 
grief. " , ( 161) 
Eventually the kite will· fall. The boys must learn to 
accept this grief. While the legacy of human beings may be 
one of grief, this father feels his sons were "born fit for 
It " l • He is confident that the boys can take the strain of 
life just as they can take the strain of the kite pulling 
at the other end of the string and f~nally falling. 
Possibly the confidence of the father in the fitness of his 
sons comes from the realization that these boys come from 
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hardy stock that has withstood grief through the 
generations. There seems to be no reason to believe that 
their heritage will fail them, either the dark herit.age 
bringing p~in or the herltage of strength making the pain 
, 
bearable. 
These poems. about Heaney' s children illustrate the 
continuity of ritual through the generations; as Heaney's 
father gave him an appreciation for nature, the poet hopes 
• 
to bequeath this to his sons and daughter. There are 
emotional legacies too, of love and strength, and certain 
lessons every parent hopes to teach. In his earlier poems 
Heaney played the role of student, learning what he could 
through the rituals of his parents. 
enough to pass on those same lessons. 
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Now he has matured 
' 
IV. A LARGER FAMILY: OTHER RELATIVES AND BEYOND 
To Heaney, families are part of the soul. 
Glimmerings are what the soul's composed of. 
Fogged-up challenges, far conscience-glitters 
and hang-dog half-truth earnests of true love. 
And a whole late-flooding thaw of ancestors. 
"Shelf Life: 'Old Pewter'" (13-16) 
One ancestor Heaney describes in "Mossbawn: Two Poems in 
Dedication" in the collection NORTH is his aunt, Mary 
Heaney. In "Sunlight" the poet recalls a domestic scene in 
which the aunt is doing the baking in the afternoon. 
Critics have noted the '.'Breughelesque" feel of the scene 
(Bradley 7-8, Haberstroh 208). The poem is filled with 
images of heat: the iron pump in the yard is heated (2-3); 
the sun is "like a griddle cooling" (7); a "reddening stove" 
sends off "a plaque of heat" (12-13). The woman, who works 
at a bakeboard ir1 a floury apron, dusts the board "with a 
goose's wing" ( 18) then sits for a moment; that is the 
"sunlit absence" with which the poem began. 
pause in her work: 
here is a space 
again, the scone rising 
to the tick of two· clocks. (22-24) 
And in that 
• 
. 
But this domestic· ritual is creating mere .than scones to 
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satisfy physical needs. To Heaney the act of baking is an 
. 
act of love, a love as deep as the meal-bin. 
And here is love 
like a tinsmith's scoop 
sunk past its gleam 
in the meal-bin. (25-28) .. 
Haberstroh points out the similarity of the scoop to the 
digging tool ever-present in Heaney's poetry. 
Those familiar with Heaney's work will see 
the scoop as a variation of the digging image 
repeated in his poetry, associated first with 
the relationship between farmer-father and 
poet-son, and later with the bog bodies, 
suggesting not only different kinds of work 
but also a treasure uncovered in digging. 
Heaney shows over and over again in his poetry 
that beneath the ordinary, transient, minute-
by-minute life of the Irish people and 
lands~ape one can find the permanent ... this 
poem establishes the importance of love as a 
permanent human value, not always recognized. 
(207-08) 
Although this poem does nqt specify a present event 
which is triggering this memory of the speaker's aunt, the 
speaker begins in the past tense--"There was a sunlit 
absence." (1)--and uses the past tense to set the scene in 
the first four stanzas. In the fifth stanza Heaney shifts 
to use of the present tense--"Now she dusts the board" (21). 
He is setting the scene for the space, the moment in which 
he believes the love occurs on many an afternoon. 
here is a space 
again (22-23) 
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While love is being produced, there is loneliness too--a 
waiting for this love to be reciprocated. Baking must be 
done over and over; it is an on-going process to meet the 
physical needs of human beings. To Heaney, the woman meets 
both physical and emotional needs through this ritual even 
if she must sometimes wait to have her own needs met in 
return. 
Another ritual which provides unity within a generation 
and continuity through the generations is described in the 
poem "A Peacock's Feather" in.THE HAW LANTERN, written to 
commemorate the christening .of Heaney' s sister's child, 
Daisy Garnett. In the poem the speaker first compares 
Daisy's Gloucestershire birthplace to his own home I in 
Northern Ireland. Gloucestershire is "wooded and misty," 
all "mellowness/Of topiary, lawn and brick" ( 8, 10-11) . 
OJ 
The speaker is not accustomed to this formality. For this 
time spent with English in-laws, he must watch his behavior. 
I come from scraggy farm and moss, 
Old patchworks that the pitch and toss 
Of history have left dishevelled. 
But here, for your sake, I have levelled 
My cart-track voice to garden tones, 
Cobbled the bog with Cotswold stones. (13-18) 
The poet uses rhyme here to civilize the lines, and the 
bumpy, "cart-track" rhythm to this 
smoothed with the combination of "c," 
I 
lS finally section 
"s" and "o" sounds , 
when the speaker reaches the "Cotswold stones." • Becoming 
... 
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an adult demands that we compromise and that we accept the 
fact that our immediate family is not the only family to 
' 
which we will belong. 
Ravelling strands of families mesh 
In love-knots of two minds, one flesh. 
The future's not our own. We'll weave 
An in-law maze, we'll nod and wave 
With trust but little intimacy -- (19-23) 
The future of our family we imagine as small children is 
altered once we marry and acquire an extended family. Our 
future becomes entwined with the future of others; it 
.... 
becomes a maze that we cannot solve even though we enter it 
as adults. 
As a result of entry into the in-law maze, the speaker 
tells us in the poem that he "wrote/Self-consciously" while 
a guest in Gloucestershire (28-29). This is not home to 
him. Parini quotes Heaney and then comments: 
"I speak and write in English, I.teach English 
literature, I publish in London, but the 
English tradition is not ultimately home." 
Home, for this poet, is poetry itself. 
(Parini "Poet" 27) 
Yet the speaker has a wish for bis niece that has to do with 
her mixed Irish/English blood. 
her. 
He wishes a love of home for 
I 
So before I leave your ordered home, 
Let us pray. May tilth and loam, 
Darkened with Celts' and Saxons' blood, 
Breastfeed your love of house and wood --
47 
Where I drop this for you, as I pass, 
Like the peacock's feather on the grass. (31-35) 
, 
The uncle wishes for Daisy the same love of home and nature 
that he has experienced, a love of the earth no matter where 
you happen to be born. Your love of your home and family 
is more important than your nationality. The ritual of a 
christening brings the extended family in this poem 
together. They are united in their belief in the value of 
ceremony. 
The value of a sadder but similarly uniting family 
ceremony is th_e subject of the elegy "The Strand at Lough 
Beg: In Memory of Colum McCartney" which commemorates the 
' killing of Heaney's cousin by a Protestant. The poet first 
imagines the ambush of his Catholic cousin by the 
Protestants. The I cousin was travelling toward 
Newtownhamilton far from his home on the waters of Lough Beg 
(3, 14-15). Heaney maintains that his cousin was· not 
involved in anything political, but was merely returning 
home from a football match in Dublin (Randall 21). 
What blazed ahead of you? A faked road block? 
The red lamp swung 1 the sudden brakes and stalling 
Engine, voices, heads hooded and the cold-nosed gun? 
Or in your driving mirror, tailing headlights 
That pulled out suddenly and flagged you down (9-13) 
The speaker imagines various scenarios of ambush in the 
first stanza where the strong beats emphasize the feeling 
of growing danger and the abrupt ending "flagged you down" 
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warns the reader of the murder to follow. The speaker moves 
on in stanza two to describe the peace of his cousin's 
boyhood home being tainted by the sectarian violence of 
fired guns and spent shells {17, 20). The Heaney/McCartney 
family did not participate in the violence; instead they 
"fought shy." 
For you and yours and yours and mine fought shy, 
Spoke an old language of conspirators 
And could rtot crack the whip or seize the day: 
Big-voiced scullions, herders, feelers around 
Haycocks and hindquarters, talkers in byres, 
Slow arbitrators of the burial ground. (23-28) 
This family of farmers does not respond to exhortations to 
"crack the whip" or "seize the day" in honor of sectarian 
politics. The farm, a symbol of action in other Heaney 
poems, here becomes a place of refuge. While they act as 
arbitrators, the land in dispute is the burial ground. No 
one can win this war. 
The last stanza of the poem is the imagined aftermath 
of the murder that occurs in stanza one. We return to the 
peaceful countryside where cattle graze and "Lough Beg half 
shines under the haze" {29, 34). But now the speaker 
imagines his cousin's footsteps behind him and he turns 
•.. to find you on your knees 
With ·blood and roadside muck in your hair and eyes. 
(36-37) 
The speaker's response is to apply nature to this horrific 
• image. 
l :. 
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' And gather up cold handfuls of the dew 
To wash you, cousin. I dab you clean with moss 
Fine as the drizzle out of a low cloud. (39-41) 
The dew and moss are healing, the best that can be done 
under the circumstances. Finally the cousin is laid out. 
Once again, nature provides some balm. 
With rushes that shoot green again, I plait 
Green scapulars to wear over your shroud. (43-44) 
Since nature goes on despite man's actions, there are always 
green shoots with which to decorate the dead, in Catholic 
fashion, with scapulars. Wandering far from native ground 
can cause death. Only in returning to nature can safety be 
ensured. 
Although this poem is "a personal response to a social 
and political reality" in which Heaney supports the.theme 
with "the hallmarks of his technique ... tightly controlled 
rhythm and syntax and intricately patterned sounds," the 
poet dwells on the aftermath of the murder rather than the 
act itself or the political climate in which the death 
occurred (Lloyd 88). The personal connection between the 
< 
cousins is embodied in the image of the speaker washing the 
corpse for burial. The broader implications of this type 
of political assassination, however, seem to be ignored. 
Although we can relate to the loss of a cousin, beyond this 
loss we are not drawn into the larger conflict that plagues 
Ireland. The pc;>em' s introductory~· quotation from Dptnte' s 
~,\ 
50 ·~~ 
PURGATORIO, in.which Vergil washes Dante's face "with his 
hands dipped in dew from the grass near the inexhaustible 
reeds" (Kinzie 23, footnote 2), sets the terms for the poem 
according to Curtis. 
Ireland is to be likened to Purgatory, "this 
,1 • little island", and Heaney takes an elevated 
view, as if looking down on his country .... The 
strength of this quotation is that it directs 
both the poet and the reader. (110-11) 
While Haffenden is correct that the "basic sentiment 
is by no means insincere" in "Strand" (111), Heaney himself 
obviously was concerned about the issue of not taking 
political sides (Goldensohn 78). While our examination has 
to do not with political debates but with family rituals, 
it is interesting to note that Heaney uses a family member, 
this same cousin Colum McCartney, to chastize the pilgrim 
in Part VIII of the "Station Island" sequence in STATION 
ISLAND. Heaney tells us in a note: 
"Station Island" is a sequence of dream encounters 
with familiar ghosts, set on Station Island on 
Lough Derg in Co. Donegal. The island is also 
known as St. Patrick's Purgatory because of a 
tradition that Patrick was the first to establish 
the penitential vigil of fasting and praying which 
still constitutes the basis of the three-day 
pilgrimage. Each unit of the contemporary pilgrim's 
exercises is called a "station", and a large part 
of-each station involves walking barefoot and 
praying round the "beds", stone circles which 
are said to be the remai~s of early medieval 
monastic cells. {STATION ISLAND 122) 
Heaney went on this pilgrimage himself as a child three of 
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• four times (Macrae 130_, O'Brien "Piety and .. 1-Moderriism" 53) . 7 
Part VIII contains a conversation between the pilgrim 
and Colum McCartney in which McCartney accuses the pilgrim 
' 
of not taking a political stand. In the opening stanza the 
pilgrim sets the scene on Station Island and, in his dreams, 
meets an archeologist friend who died at the age of thirty-
two. Near the end of stanza three the spirit of the friend 
disappears and in his place "a bleeding, pale-faced boy" 
appears, the pilgrim's cousin (36). 
the pilgrim of desertion. 
This specter accuses 
'The red-hot poker blazed a lovely red in Jerpoint the Sunday I was murdered,' he said quietly. 'Now do you remember? You were there with poets when you got the word and stayed there with them, while your own flesh and blood 
was carted to Bellaghy from the Fews. They showed more agitation at the news than you did.' (37-44) 
The cousin believes poetry has become more important to the 
pilgrim· than blood; he believes strangers were more moved 
by his death than the pilgrim-poet. 
excuse sounds feeble even to himself. 
The pilgrim-poet's 
'But they were getting crisis first-hand, Colum, they had happened in on live sectarian assassination. I was dumb, encountering what was destined.' 
' 
( 45-48) 
The pilgrim "pleads" that he was concerne·d, that he saw a 
change in nature after the death: the strand was empty and 
he " ... felt like the bottom of a dried-up lake" ( 49·-52) • 
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But the cousin feels used by the poet, not honored by him. 
'You saw that, and you wrote that--not the fact. 
You confused evasion and artistic tact. 
The Protestant who shot me through the head 
I accuse directly, but indirectly, you 
who now atone perhaps upon this bed 
for the way you whitewashed ugliness. and drew 
the lovely blinds of the PURGATORIO 
and saccharined my death with morning dew.' (53-60) 
The pilgrim-poet wakes from his reverie. 
Heaney's ·reworking of the topic of his cousin's death 
and the political aura which surrounded it is interesting 
for purposes of our discussion because the persona of the 
dead • cousin • lS asking the poet to go beyond personal 
rememberance and grief to take a public position on the 
violence in Northern Ireland. The cousin believes that 
private mourning is insufficient; a public posture must be 
taken. And that public stance engages one in a certain 
community, in the traditions for which the sectarian group 
stands. Unfortunately, this type of stance will also mean 
that Heaney will not be able to maintain his position as one 
with all of Ireland. To declare allegiance, which Heaney 
has avoided doing explicitly, means to cut oneself off from 
others in the community. Heaney appears to be struggling 
still with his role as poet in a politically charged 
atmosphere. But he always takes his role as family member 
very seriously. 
The two tones he generally avoids--on principle, 
I imagine, and by temperament--are the prophetic 
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and the denuciatory, those standbys of political 
poetry. It is arresting to find poetry so 
conscious of cultura~ and social facts which 
nonetheless remains chiefly a poetry of awareness, 
observation, and sorrow. (Vendler 179) 
·' 
Heaney describes his stance thus: 
King 
And I came to this notion that, in a time of 
politics or violence, it wasn't the artist's 
function just to be liberal and deplore it, 
but if you believed in one set of values over 
the other, to maintain those values in some way. 
You needn't necessarily maintain that belief by 
writing political poetry ... (Druce 27) 
• views Heaney's struggle to maintain a form 
\. 
• 
of 
neutrality as a strength. 
Through this commitment to a continuity of past 
and present explored in the language of people 
and place, Heaney begins to discover an identity 
for himself that acknowledges his own part in a 
strife-torn land but which does not take the easy 
way of identifying himself with that side of history 
to which his birth would align him. The ground 
(literally in the poems about the soil of ~reland) 
on which he has chosen to stand is beyond, or 
rather beneath, the normal divisions and inevitably 
exposes him to the ridicule and hatred of those on 
any side who believe salvation lies in being partisan. 
It leaves him to appear as either enemy or deserter. 
It is not any easy stance but he draws his courage 
from the fact that ultimately it is the only stance 
that can include the whole of Ireland--the only 
possibility for resolution. (86) 
The· type of unity in the community of Ireland that 
Heaney hopes to one day see is · described in the poem 
"Funeral Rites" in the volume NORTH. The poem, crafted in 
• the "then and now" structure of many of Heaney's poems, 1s 
divided into three sections and opens with the speaker's 
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recollection of having been a pallbearer for his relatives 
(McGuinness 71) . This section is a vivid description of the 
. viewings before the fu,nerals. The corpses, "their eyelids 
glistening,/their dough-white hands/shackled • 1n rosary 
beads", are laid out, and the women are "hovering'' ( 6-8, 
20). In a corner stands the coffin lid ready to be nailed 
in place after "kissing their igloo brows" (27). The 
funerals which the speaker describes follow a pattern, and 
that ritual comforts partly from its familarity; people know / 
what to expect. 
The second section of the poem emphasizes that when 
many violent deaths occur in the community the lack of 
ritual is disturbing. The poem takes on a hymn-like 
quality, an elegiac rhythym. 
Now as news comes in 
.of each neighborly murder 
we pine for ceremony, 
customary rhythms: 
the temperate footsteps 
of a cortege, winding past 
each blinded home. (33-39) 
These murders are "neighborly" in several ways: neighbors 
are being killed and neighbors are killing neighbors. What 
is missing is unity in the group. That unity, whether 
within a family or within the larger community, I lS 
overwhelmed by so many violent deaths. There is no time for 
< proper ritual. And without the ritual there is no comfort. 
The speaker's wish is to bring back the rites of a 
55 
• 
' 
family funeral on a grand scale. 
I would restore 
the great chambers of Boyne, 
prepare a sepulchre 
under the cupmarked stones. 
'lo 
Out of side-streets and bye-roads 
purring family cars 
nose into line, 
the whole country tunes 
to the muffled drumming 
of ten thousand engines. 
Somnambulant women, 
left behind, move 
through emptied kitchens 
imagining our slow triumph 
towards the mounds. 
Quiet as a serpent 
in its grassy boulevard 
the procession drags its tail 
out of the Gap of the North 
as its head already enters 
the megalithic doorway. (40-60) 
Such is the national form of mourning which the speaker 
I I 
envisions. In order to progress and end the feud, the 
people must regress to customs even older than the rites of 
Catholicism and Protestantism. 
[Heaney's] desire to revive ancient pagan 
burial rituals, "the great chambers of Boyne", 
is an attempt to recover pre-Christian symbols 
which would be acceptable to both castes: he 
imagines these funeral ·ceremonies as something 
in which everyone might join ... (Morrison 61) 
The speaker believes that the aftermath of this ceremony 
will be a peace of sorts. 
., 
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we will drive north again ... 
the cud of memory allayed for once, arbitration 
of the feud placated, ... 
Even the dead will rest as the speaker imagines them like 
Gunnar, a king of Norse mythology who was himself a victim 
of unavenged violence (Hamilton 304). 
Men said that he was chanting 
verses about honour 
and that four lights burned 
in corners of the chamber: 
which opened then, as he turned 
with a joyful face 
to look at the moon. (74-80) 
The funeral provides comfort for the living--even those 
beyond the immediate family--while nature brings solace to 
the dead. 
Heaney' s poems about his extended family focus on 
rituals shared with relatives and, in the end, with the 
world at large. It is possible to begin by participating 
within the family unit, but ultimately a cousin's death 
becomes a larger issue, forcing a public stand. Ritual is 
as important on the commurrity or national or global level 
as it is on the family level. 
As a poet, Heaney holds with the lesson 
laid down by Yeats: "If we understand our own 
minds, and the things that are striving to 
utter themselves through our minds, we move 
others, not because we have understood or 
thought about those others, but because all 
life has that same root." (Clines 98) 
.. 
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CONCLUSION 
In his essay "Feelings into Words" in the volume 
PREOCCUPATIONS, Heaney gives his view of poetry. 
I intend to retrace some paths into what 
William Wordsworth called in THE PRELUDE "the 
hiding places." 
The hiding places of my power 
Seem open; I approach, and then they close; 
I see by glimpses now; when age comes on, 
May scarcely see at all, and I would give, 
While yet we may, as far as words can give, 
A substance and a life to what I feel: 
I would enshrine the spirit of the past 
For future restoration. 
Implicit in those lines is a view of poetry which 
I think is implicit in the few poems I have written 
that give me any right to speak: poetry as divination, 
poetry as revelation of the self to the self, as 
restoration of the culture to itself; poems as 
elements of continuity, with the aura and authenticity 
of archaeological finds, where the buried shard has an 
importance that is not diminished by the importance 
of the buried city; poetry as a dig, a dig for finds 
that end up being plants. (41) 
Heaney's family poems certainly conform to this view. In 
~ those poems the poet learns about himself as he looks back 
on his childhood. The rituals of the culture are preserved 
in writing so that i the culture can be passed to future 
generations including Heaney's ch·ildren. The poet ·often 
focuses on "shards," everyday items and activities. And, 
the poet·digs--into memory, language, and ritual. 
Domestic rituals that provide continuity in our lives 
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are the focus of Heaney' s family poems. These rituals of fer 
us comfort in their familia!ity and~valuable lessons which 
we can apply to many areas of our lives. These rites also 
reaffirm the love of those who perform these tasks on our 
behalf. Heaney' s technique of remembering the past to 
enlighten the present supports his theme that there are 
certain rituals which are so important either in their 
content or their meaning that they must be passed from 
generation to generation. Heaney believes poetry is II an 
attempt to define and interpret the present by bringing it 
into significant relationship with the past ... 11 
(PREOCCUPATIONS 60). Day to day tasks take on enriched 
meaning for him, meaning worthy of preservation in his life 
and in his art. 
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Notes 
1 The poem "Boy Driving His Father To Confession" was 
published as early as 1967 in PHOENIX and by Sceptre Press 
in Farnham, Surrey in 1970 (Durkan 50, 58). The poem does 
not appear in POEMS 1965-1975. T~o adqitional poems where 
Heaney' s father engages in family rituals, a funeral in 
"Mid-Term Break" from THE DEATH OF A NATURALIST and a 
wedding in "Wedding Day" from WINTERING OUT, are not 
included in this discussion because they are written in the 
"I" voice of 4 the son and the father's role is incidental 
rather than the subject of the poem as in "Boy Driving His 
Father To Confession." 
2 Kammeyer reports there were approximately eight and one-
half million people in ... Ireland when the famine began in 
1845-46. By the time the famine was over one million were 
dead (204). 
3 Bloom made this statement as recently as 1986 in his 
preface to the collection of essays entitled SEAMUS HEANEY 
( 5) • 
4 In PREOCCUPATIONS Heaney tells us his father made such 
bows. Estyn Evans described the custom of the harvest knot 
in his book IRISH HERITAGE (101, 176-77). Evans' 
illustration of two such knots is attached. 
5 Heaney explained use of this quotation: "I enjoy the 
triple take of it because Patmore said it, Yeats used it and 
I used Yeats using it" (Brandes 21). Law tells us Coventry 
Patmore was "an unfashionable nineteenth-century poet," and 
the Yeats quotation concludes: "· .. and the following of art 
is little different from the following of religion in the 
intense preocupation it demands" (100). 
6 Heaney says: "There is the Heaney side, very intelligent 
but with a belief in the authenticity of the unspoken .... And 
my mother's side, the McCanns, very much devoted to 
argumentation, discourse; they're know-alls" (Clines 104). 
Margaret Heaney's influence on her son's love of words is 
clear in his description of an encounter with language. "I 
was getting my first sense of crafting words and for one 
reason or another, words as bearers of history and mystery 
began to invite me. Maybe it began very early when my 
mother used to recite lists of affixes and· suffixes, and 
Latin roots, with their English meanings, rhymes that formed 
part of her schooling in the early part of the century" 
(PREOCCUPATIONS 45). 
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7 0' Brien informs us: "Today the island attracts some thirty thousand pilgrims annually, most of them Irish, and 
again its fame is spread by a new kind of Irish missionary, Seamus Heaney, whose work is now translated.into several languages and makes its way into such heathenish places as New York and Oklahoma" (53) . 
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Fig. I 1-4. 
From IRISH HERITAGE by E. Estyn Evans-, page 177~ 
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